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Abstract: Anti-Black racism is an interruption of contact that often takes place out of
awareness, and is continuously enacted through innumerable fixed gestalts at every
level of human experience. Gestalt therapy as a movement does not leverage its great
potential for undoing fixed gestalts of anti-Black racism, or supporting fluid gestalts of racial
liberation; this article explores GT theories and practices that do so. I first discuss how
concepts of the field, ground, awareness, consciousness, and contact can be informed
by ideas such as intersectionality and double consciousness from Black liberation history
as well as theorists such as Crenshaw, DuBois, Fanon, Freire, and the Black Lives Matter
movement. I then offer a case example and explore how socialization into whiteness can
lead to everyday forms of anti-Black dehumanization by white therapists. I conclude with
questions toward furthering this work in our movement.
Keywords: race, racism, anti-Black, Black, oppression, privilege, intersectionality,
awareness, consciousness, field

This article is a response to relentless anti-Black racism
in the U.S. and globally. For many years, I have been
putting anti-racism into action in a daily way as a
white person, professor, therapist, and parent. Here I
express some ideas about how Gestalt-therapy theory
and practice can be used in service to racial liberation.
I also write following the 2018 British Gestalt Journal
seminar talk I gave addressing anti-Black racism and
Gestalt therapy. Yet my talk, and this paper, are not
about the phenomenon of anti-Black racism itself, they
are about whether and how Gestalt therapy can be a
means for liberation from anti-Black racism.
While Gestalt therapy can be understood as
fundamentally oriented toward anti-oppression
given our historical and theoretical roots, it does not
currently integrate collective liberation practices across
our movement. Gestalt therapists across the globe
have initiated crucial anti-oppression interventions
such as LGBTQ+ mental-health organisations,
war-zone therapist trainings, migrant support, and
political activist accompaniment work.1 Though they
periodically publish, present and offer trainings, the
anti-oppression knowledge and practices of these
projects is kept at a distance, not fully disowned but
not fully integrated by Gestalt therapy more broadly.
More specifically, I assert that Gestalt therapy
does not regularly use explicit theories and practices
for interrupting fixed gestalts of anti-Black racism.

Further, by leaving its racialised theories and practices
unaware, the Gestalt-therapy movement perpetuates
anti-Black racism at all levels of human experience.
In this article, I call on Gestalt therapy to take
advantage of its potential to transform collective
dynamics of anti-Black racism. I inform a number of
foundational concepts in Gestalt therapy, including
field, ground, awareness, consciousness, and contact,
with ideas such as intersectionality and double
consciousness from theorists such as Crenshaw,
DuBois, Fanon, Freire, and the Black Lives Matter
movement. I then offer a case example and explore how
socialisation into whiteness can lead to everyday forms
of anti-Black dehumanization by white therapists. I
conclude with questions toward furthering this work
in our movement. Together, these form a theoretical
and practice background for making sense of how
anti-Black racism occurs in Gestalt therapy and how
the continual fixing of its gestalts may be undone.
Field Theory
b=f(P,E)
Behavior is a function of the Person/Environment field

- Kurt Lewin

Kurt Lewin’s (2008/1946) field theory offers an
important foundation for addressing anti-Black racism
in Gestalt therapy because it proposes that human
behaviour emerges from the complex of conditions,
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forces, and limitations of a given situation (see Billies,
2005). While the concept of ‘the field’ is defined by
others in a variety of ways, I return to Lewin because
his model considers the material environment as well
as forces in the environment. (‘Material environment’
is not the most accurate term. I use it loosely to refer to
what is.)
While most psychologists and clinicians focus on
the psychological field, that is, how the environment
is perceived by the client, Lewin’s (2008/1946) field
concept is based on the existence of conditions and
material elements that the person perceives (p. 338).
In terms of racism, the realities of discrimination,
oppression, and culture building must be considered as
fundamental for understanding how people of colour
perceive and experience those realities. The realities
of anti-Black racism unfold in a particular form of
elements and forces in the field.
As a social psychologist and social worker who
has always thought about the relationship between
the individual and society as mutually constitutive,
‘the field’ for me has always included socio-cultural
dynamics. The ‘environment’ has always been material
in my mind; I imagine physical geography – rooms,
parks, prisons – as well as the ways bodies are allowed
or forced to move. My understanding of the field also
includes relations of power: racism, sexism, and ableism
etc., which entail the use of force.
It took me a while to figure out that the concept
of ‘the field’ more commonly refers to behaviours
in relation to the psychological environment of the
family, the therapeutic relationship, or situation at
hand, without regard for broader sociocultural forces.
The more familiar approaches to the field emerge
from white, male, European (WME) philosophical
efforts to understand human experience based on an
unraced individual, or the WME. However, creating
and analyzing such a figure misses a great deal
of information, including the ways racism shapes
individual experience and perception.
This orientation plays out in traditional, clinical
training which educates therapists to see sociocultural
dynamics as distant from the normal scope of therapy.
Culture is often limited to the client’s cultural identity
as an individual, and history is often limited to
individual and family history. Beyond that, oppression
and liberation become a specialty, a particular
therapist’s interest. However, Gestalt therapy is wellpositioned to consider socio-cultural relations of power
as elements and forces in the field as a foundation for
anti-oppression therapeutic practice.
Gestalt therapist and scholar Gianni Francesetti
(2019) draws on philosophy’s understanding of the
‘phenomenal’ field, which ‘is affected not just by what
can be perceived by the five senses, but also by past

memories and future expectations.’ The phenomenal
field ‘is the unique synthesis of the histories of the
client and the therapist, and the situation that brings
them together’ (Francesetti, 2019). As Lynne Jacobs
(2016) states, ‘Dialogue…is between two historicsocially-located human beings.’ (p.148). Francesetti
(2019) helps illuminate the related question I ask, that
is, which sociocultural and historical realities are
relevant in a therapist/client field?: ‘(T)he phenomenal
field is generated by all that is relevant and extends into
space and time as far as it can produce a difference in
experience…these are its boundaries’ (emphasis mine).
If the therapist, or client, or both consider the extent to
which anti-Black racism, white supremacy, and white
privilege over time are relevant in the field in which
they explore contact, it can become part of the fertile
ground for making sense of what they experience.

Ground
The focus on ‘anti-Black racism’
In this section, I make anti-Black racism aware, not
only as a figure, but also as ground. Anti-Black racism
is a phenomenon in the global background of human
experience. This perspective is crucial for making it
figural in Gestalt therapy.
Since the moment queer Black women in the U.S.
initiated the Black Lives Matter movement in 2013,
there has been an increasing focus on ‘anti-Black’
racism in the U.S. and globally (Black Lives Matter,
no date). This not an exclusionary or ranking tactic.
It is a strategy to expose the particular way antiBlack racism works. I define racism in the scholarly
and activist tradition of transnational feminists,
which refers to the system of laws, policies, and social
practices that determine life chances for those deemed
white and those deemed people of colour. The ‘ism’
indicates this phenomenon operates as a system, and
does not refer here to an individual’s beliefs. Racism
is the word used to name the racial oppression that
is the engine of white supremacy. African American
scholar Ruthie Wilson Gilmore (2007) defines racism
as ‘the state-sanctioned or extralegal production and
exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to
premature death’ (p. 28). Focusing on anti-Black racism
acknowledges the particular ways Blackness is used to
fuel white supremacy, constrain life chances, and lead
to premature death among those deemed Black.
Anti-Black racism also relates to other forms of
racism in the ways it strengthens and knots with
other forms of racial oppression and caste hierarchies.
For example, anti-Blackness anchors dynamics of
colourism in which lighter-brown-skinned people, as
well as those with straighter hair and narrower noses,
get access to better jobs, educations, health, and wealth,
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both in white-dominant societies as well as within
Black and Brown cultures.
Understanding anti-Black racism also requires
the study of how different forms of oppression work
together. Black women have long-discussed race, class,
and gender together, to demonstrate that their lived
experiences cannot be reduced to singular categories
(Combahee River Collective, 1977; Davis, 1983). In
1989, legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw established the
term intersectionality as a metaphor about traffic to
explain the collision of racism, sexism, and economic
oppression in Black women’s everyday lives. The
nexus of compounding oppressions articulated by the
concept of intersectionality has been expanded over the
years to include sexuality, gender identity, disability,
immigration status, religion, and age. This is not to
say any and all identities can be ‘thrown into the mix’.
Intersectionality is an analysis of power. It is used to
analyze how systems of power dominate, dichotomize,
favor, and harm categories of people such as men/
women, white people/people of colour, non-disabled/
disabled people at the level of society.
While social psychologists differentiate between
personal identity and social group identity2, feminist
scholars elaborate a third way to conceptualize
individual experience in the social world, called ‘social
location’ (see Billies, 2005; Jacobs, 2016). Social location
refers to the combination of societal discrimination
and privilege enacted upon groups and individuals,
shaping access to resources and the degree of harm
people face. Social location describes how race, class,
gender, sexuality, disability, citizenship status, etc.
determine our life chances. Social location indicates
the combination of labels society assigns us on a daily
basis and the relative privilege and oppression we face.
While being treated as a member of an oppressed group
comes with serious obstacles and harm, such as being
denied access to education, health, advancement and
safety, being treated as someone in the dominant group
comes with significant social perks and privileges
such as preferential access to jobs and loans as well as
insulation from state legal and extralegal persecution.
It is a system of human possibility manipulated into a
way of functioning that primarily benefits the few, with
billions implicated.
Multiculturalism has become the predominant
framework for making sense of diversity in a liberal
society; however, its limitations make the framework of
intersectionality a crucial antidote. Multiculturalism,
as a liberal democratic ideal that pervades much
white liberal therapy practice, imagines a tolerant,
accepting society that supports and benefits from its
diverse members. However, this ideal is flawed because
it does not take relations of power into account (see
also Jacobs, 2016, p. 148). Coupled with the economic
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forces of neoliberalism – which makes anything
and everything a reflection of the economy (Harvey,
2007) – multiculturalism has become a brand to sell
democracy as an inherently just form of governance
(Clough and Willse, 2010). Its logic says, ‘If we all
have a race and culture, and our society can learn to
tolerate all races and cultures, we can live together
in peace’. However, this designates intolerance as the
driver of inequity, rather than racialized control over
the means of production (Robinson, 1983) and the state
use of force in society (Weber, 1919). In the process,
multiculturalism becomes a cloak, rendering white
supremacy and other forms of oppression invisible.
I suggest Gestalt therapy rely on a more robust
framework such as intersectionality to understand
how oppression and privilege continually shape the
therapeutic relationship, as well as the Gestalt therapy
institutes and broader societies amidst which our
clinical work unfolds.

Awareness
Double consciousness
In Gestalt therapy, awareness is a core method and
goal; awareness alone can inspire spontaneous
healing. Gestalt therapy leans heavily on late
nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century
phenomenologists to inform our perspectives and
techniques of awareness: we understand that individual
perception fundamentally shapes reality. We direct
attention to the five senses to gather immediate data
from experience, and set aside our assumptions to
explore meaning. What is all but unknown is that
fundamental perspectives on racial consciousness
and racial embodiment were also developed in
dialogue with phenomenologists in ways that advance
understandings of consciousness and embodiment
more generally. While the study of racism is often cast
outside of a more ‘universal’ study of human nature,
phenomenology not only informs, but is also critiqued
and amended by these theories.
At Harvard University, W.E.B. DuBois studied with
and was close to leading phenomenologist William
James (SCUA, no date), whose thinking influenced
Paul Goodman (Jacobs, 2014). DuBois was committed
to improving the lives of Black people by humanizing
and valorizing them. In his seminal set of essays, The
Souls of Blackfolk, (1903) he developed the concept
‘double consciousness’ to describe Black people’s
ability to perceive both how they see themselves and
how white people see them. Double consciousness
refers to a refined form of awareness shaped by the
lived experience of racial oppression and informs how
Black people orient themselves in the world and relate
to others. Double consciousness reflects an advanced
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awareness of human relations, including dynamics
of social hierarchy, forces of dominance and control,
the human capacity for dehumanisation, as well as the
socialisation, motivations, and emotional lives of white
people.
White people, socialized into viewing Black people
and other people of colour through stereotypes, do not
develop a comparable, heightened awareness. Diangelo
(2018) suggests white people may demonstrate a ‘split
consciousness’ to describe the inability (born of our
refusal, in general) to see ourselves in racial terms
(p. 111). Jacobs (2016) encourages white therapists to
develop our racial awareness and practise living with
double consciousness.
Historico-racial schema
Frantz Fanon studied with and critiqued Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, a foundational influence in Gestalt
therapy (Kennedy, 2013). As anti-colonial movements
were emerging mid-twentieth century across the globe,
Fanon described double consciousness as it formed
among colonized Caribbean and Algeiran peoples.
Born in the French colony of Martinique, Fanon
became the medical director of an Algerian psychiatric
hospital treating French soldiers and Algerian torture
victims during the Algerian Revolution.3 He became
concerned with how colonised people suffered from
internalizing the gaze of the white coloniser. This
was a crucial intervention, in which Fanon linked
psychopathology to colonial subjugation, undermining
the assumption in medicine that colonised people were
inherently inferior. He describes his own experience of
the dominating force of the white gaze as a Black man:
I am overdetermined from the outside. . . The white
gaze, the only valid one, is already dissecting me. I
am fixed. Once their microtomes are sharpened, the
Whites objectively cut sections of my reality (Fanon,
2008, p. 95).

As Nielsen (2011) explains, ‘Fanon’s body…
dissected, and pieced together out of white constructed
meanings, takes on a life of its own’ (p. 369); whites
relate to him not through his humanity, but through
their malformed construction.
Fanon’s analysis is rooted in the philosophical
turn toward the body, led in part by Merleau-Ponty.
Merleau-Ponty’s concept of a ‘corporeal schema’, that
is, of ‘embodied being-in the world’ (Nielsen, 2011,
p. 367) worked to reconnect the mind and body that
had been separated by Descartes, and intended to
explain the freedom of bodily movement in the world
as universal human experience. However, Fanon found
this insufficient for understanding colonised peoples,
asserting that embodied experience was contingent
on history and race. Fanon, therefore, modified

Merleau-Ponty’s concept by describing a ‘historicoracial schema’, which recognizes how race shapes
the experience of embodiment, being-in-place, and
mobility for colonised people (Nielsen, 2011, p. 368).
Critical consciousness
A third form of consciousness based in marginalised
experience – ‘critical consciousness’ – was developed
by Brazilian educator Paolo Freire. Rather than teach
poor workers what and how the owning class thought
they should learn, he invited them to put words to their
experience of the oppressive conditions they lived in.
He encouraged them to discuss what they knew as a
group and to generate collective strategies to change
them. He saw this praxis of education most useful to
their survival. As he writes:
Functionally, oppression is domesticating. To no
longer be prey to its force, one must emerge from it and
turn upon it. This can be done only by means of the
praxis: reflection and action upon the world in order
to transform it. (Freire, 1970, p.51).

Knowledge of oppression can become a powerful
tool of affirmation, analysis, and strategy. Knowledge
built to liberate people also offers hope.
Individual and collective consciousness of
oppression are the kinds of awareness building that I
think Gestalt therapy can integrate in our theory and
practice. These frameworks can illuminate awareness
that is already in the field for the client or therapist, as
well as to reach for and experiment with perceptions
and experiences that may lie unaware. This is also
where I think Gestaltists in white social locations can
and should expand their awareness.
Inviting the unaware into awareness
The method of inviting the unaware into awareness
is an opening move in Gestalt, a strategy that
entices the hidden out into the open for safe enough
exploration. Founder of phenomenology Edmund
Hursserl describes ‘bracketing’ as a necessary step
in phenomenological awareness; that is, setting aside
assumptions and preconceived meanings about what is
being perceived. This is familiar in Gestalt practice: we
set aside what we think a closed fist or sunken shoulders
mean, asking clients what they notice and how it
feels. We prompt them to explore their physical and
emotional experiences, bring their attention to the five
senses of their experience, and invite them to discover
the rich information and messaging embedded in it.
We encourage them to experiment with what is, to
better understand the meaning it holds for them, while
continuing to hold assumptions at bay.
Anti-oppression Gestalt practice brings another set
of tools for bracketing. As a white person, for example, I
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of course bracket racial stereotypes about my clients (as
best I can). I reach beyond those to bracket a ‘normal’
or ‘white’ lived experience as the standard. I set aside
the assumption of colourblindness, and suspend
another assumption that race does not matter if people
of colour and indigenous clients do not raise it as an
issue. I further set aside the presumptions that define
clients of colour by what I think I know about their
cultures or experiences of racial oppression. For white
clients, bracketing means setting aside the assumption
that whiteness is neutral or insignificant. It means
bracketing the quiet assumptions that excuse the forms
of racism they express, such as, ‘they didn’t really mean
it’ or ‘they can’t be racist because they are liberal’. It
means setting aside the presumption that they cannot
or do not want to talk about race.
It is helpful to think about what is left after bracketing.
If we are now freer to explore the client’s experience,
how do we make sense of it? In general we use aesthetic
criteria for recognizing fluid gestalts, but a lot of our
work is examining the fixed ones. Gestalt therapists are
often trained to use psychodynamic theory for making
meaning of what is. If a polarity is identified and the
client begins exploring their head which says ‘keep
working’, and their back which says ‘I’m tired’, top dog
is often understood as mother or father, underdog is
often framed as the hurt child. Many Gestalt therapists
focus instead on an intersubjective perspective, to look
at the human relations emergent in exploring ‘what is’.
From an anti-oppression standpoint, I bring
knowledge of race and racism, as well as oppression
and privilege more generally, to inform how I explore
‘what is’. As I begin to bracket, I also begin to apply a
heuristic lens of possible racialised experiences in the
field. With clients of colour, I imagine the possibility
of racial microaggressions and discrimination, as well
as incidents of racial trauma in their lives. Top dog
might be a racially offensive boss or aggressive campus
security. Underdog in these cases is the adult who has
faced racism, who may have a range of ways of creatively
adjusting. I stay open to the ways racial and cultural
communities may affirm and nurture the client, as
well as issues of intersectionality. I stay curious about
the client’s field experience of living as a member of a
historically oppressed group as well as their group’s
resistance, creativity, and excellence over time.
With white clients, I imagine a field in which the
client may have committed racial microaggressions
and discrimination, whether or not they ask to discuss
them. I increase my sensitivity to passing indicators
of racial anxiety – a laugh here, a racial descriptor
there – and being prepared for racial stereotypes
and projections about people of colour. I open my
awareness to the client’s white racial experience and
white privilege.
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All of these racialised experiences emerge as
possibilities in the field, in my mind, as potential points
on a map to explore fixed and fluid gestalts. Bracketing
from an anti-oppression standpoint, therefore,
also means relating to what is left unbracketed
with frameworks of oppression, privilege, and
cultural perseverance.

Contact
Treason to Whiteness is Loyalty to Humanity
(Race Traitor Journal, 1999).

White racial confluence
The social practices of anti-Black racism unfold as
entwined interruptions of contact before, during and
after the human encounter. Understood as a set of fixed
gestalts, whiteness is a set of habits (Billies, 2005) that
those who are perceived and treated as ‘white’ learn
and enact, through socialisation and daily conferral
of privilege. I describe white people’s unaware habits
as white racial confluence with systems of racism and
white privilege (see Billies, 2005), which insulates
us from consciousness about our complicity. White
racial confluence allows us to believe that goodwill and
humanism are sufficient for engaging with people who
white people are constantly trained to treat as different
and less-than. White racial confluence takes place all
day, everyday; a constant psychological distance from
the reality of what we do and have done.
Anti-Black racism forms part of the bedrock of
everyday white practices and orientations to space and
others. Blackness – here as implicit bias – influences
where white people habitually choose to live, who
to befriend, who to suspect, who to protect, who to
regulate, who to help, who to hire, and for what. White
racial habits feel ‘normal’, a comfortable suit, a second
skin. Whiteness feels like dreams and justifiable
pursuits and logical decisions. It is expressed as a tone
of voice, an entitlement, a sense of authority, a sense
of victimhood, a gaze, a withdrawal, a performance,
a front, an assurance. Whiteness is an assurance
that assuages fear, that confirms birthright. It isn’t
birthright but it feels like birthright.
For Black-identified therapists and clients, as well as
those deemed Black regardless of how they personally
identify, all of this is probably known or sensed. There
may also be a set of habits that enact Blackness, but
the criteria for understanding them are different.
They are often not interruptions of contact. Black
people creatively adjust constantly in a world of racial
oppression. They practise habits of self-protection in the
face of racism. They code switch. They help white people
feel comfortable. They validate and nurture each other,
often separately from white people. Liberation from
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anti-Black racism in Black communities is an existing
and creative set of habits of surviving and thriving,
which include collective political action, but are far
more elaborate than that. Liberation from daily racism
are the habits of keeping your job, keeping your sanity,
standing up for your rights, asserting your dignity,
keeping your head down, grieving, steeling yourself,
celebrating Black joy, enjoying Black culture, working
twice as hard, distrusting white people, trusting white
people up to a point, going to church, going to masjid,
going to restaurants, toughening up, pursuing Black
excellence, visiting family, keeping one’s hands on the
driving wheel, making it home.
Building awareness of white racial confluence in
the therapeutic relationship
I propose that there is no point of ‘pre’ whiteness that
white people can return to or start from. At the same
time, it is possible to interrupt the interruption. White
people can become aware of the habits we are trained
into, and develop new practices (see Jacobs, 2016,
pp. 158-160). In my practice, whether or not I have
mentioned race or racism, every white client I have
ever had has discussed an experience where race was
in the field. When race isn’t figural for a white client, it
often comes up in the passing mention of the race of a
person: a co-worker, a neighbor, someone on the bus, a
descriptive element of the ‘main’ story they are telling.
It has become jarring to me, the descriptor ‘Black’
often the only reference to race in the story. It might
come in as code, such as discussing ‘good’ and ‘bad’
neighborhoods, or ‘unprofessional’ colleagues. It might
be an obvious absence in a story until I ask, because I
have become sensitised to notice a white client’s words
becoming distorted and awkward in a particularly raceavoidant way. (I have come to hear these distortions
as a signal to collude in white racial avoidance while
exposing a wisp of something hidden.) Race comes
in when they discuss sex partners who fulfill exotic
fantasies, distinguished from the kind of person they
would date. And all of this may be coded as well, in
that, the only clue I have that racist fantasies are being
enacted is when I ask about the race of the sex partner.
A former white, straight, female client went to
twelve-step recovery meetings where there were more
people of colour (based on neighborhood) to address
her drug addiction. Over time, she explained that it
was easier to go there, because she could not face people
who ‘looked like her’ who were white. Is this racist?
Of course! In order to insulate herself from shame, the
client entered a space of people who she saw as already
‘less than’ under the guise of joining for ‘mutual’ aid.
She periodically described the twelve-step members of
colour as people she could not relate to. She sometimes
‘helped’ them financially, in a racial hierarchy of

altruism. It also ‘worked’ for her in the sense that she
got in and stayed in recovery. It took about ten years
before she began going to twelve-step groups with more
white people, and to see herself reflected in the eyes
of others she could see herself in. Healed from some
shame, she could better tolerate looking at herself.
Still, she left therapy without recognizing her racism.
She had developed deep intimacies with people of
colour in recovery, but she never recognised or took
responsibility for the way she projected her self-hatred
onto them as racial others, nor the way this denigrated
and dehumanised them.
I responded to this client with white racial collusion.
While I helped her look at the lack of mirroring she felt
in the meetings with more people of colour, I failed this
client, myself, the people of colour in her life, and people
of colour more generally, because I did almost nothing
to bring the racism she was enacting into awareness.
Looking back, I thought I was prioritising the client’s
capacity for self-acceptance ‘before’ addressing her
racism. I was insulating myself from looking at my
shame as a white person, and consequently abdicated
my responsibility to interrupt the racism we were
colluding in. Instead of increasing the possibilities
for contact, which I could have done by developing
a clinical intervention into her racial othering or
examining race-related shame in our phenomenal field,
I withheld my shock and judgment from awareness,
retreating into a hierarchical helper/helpee dynamic.
Our respective gestalts of racism remained fixed.
I believe I was acting out of my training as a nice,
white girl. I now identify as genderqueer, but my
Catholic upbringing and the success I have in charming
people with my girlish, white face is a habit I rely on
when afraid or uncertain. With this client, I avoided
being seen by her as the bad guy, the one to point out
her racism, holding onto the fantasy that compassion
and self-esteem would eventually lead her to choose to
face her racism. In this way, I also avoided owning my
similarity with her, the ways in which I have constantly
interrupted contact with people of colour by othering
them. I worked for many years with the magical
thinking that white clients would automatically
become less racist and become more interested in
accountability as they healed, in service to their own
humanity and others’.
As a therapist, I now proactively identify race,
racism, and white privilege in the field. When a white
client mentions race in passing, before or after a piece
of work around the issue being presented, I usually say
something like, ‘I noticed when you were telling me
that story, you mentioned the person’s race. I’m curious
about how that is relevant for you.’ I then continue
engaging in a conversation in which whiteness, race, and
racism can become figural, towards creating a ground
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in which talking about race and racism is possible and
valuable in therapy. If the client tells stories that include
racial microaggressions or racist beliefs that are out of
their awareness, I might say, ‘I noticed a clutch in my
chest when you said that. It feels related to racism or
whiteness. Did you notice anything?’ and continue to
discuss my experience in the field, as a way of naming it
as part of the ground. I make my curiosity and genuine
response explicit in the field, as an experiment that can
invite the unaware into awareness. And, I do not let my
reaction go if the client doesn’t agree or doesn’t sense
something. They usually do, and are usually relieved
to be talking about it. But, even when they aren’t, I
hold onto my awareness with curiosity about it as an
element of the field. I often share my perspective ‘as
a white person’ and something similar I’ve done, and
look at such moments of whiteness for their potential
for healing and growth.
In my many years of stumbling, clients of colour
have left my practice. I have caused harm with what
I thought were my racially-enlightened interventions.
I have been awkward, uncomfortable, too quiet, too
nervously chatty. At the same time, I have developed
skills and self-awareness. I am grateful to those with
whom I have worked through mistakes and injuries.
This journey is life-long.

Conclusion
My case example is not one of anti-Black racism, per
se. It is also with a white client, rather than a client
of colour or a Black-identified client. These are huge
limitations in an article professing to address liberation
from anti-Black racism. And, while I have been revising
for months, I have reached British Gestalt Journal’s
submission deadline. So, I am submitting this as is,
toward ongoing conversation and learning.
The question of whether and how Gestalt therapy
can promote liberation from anti-Black racism
raises many more. Who defines ‘anti-Black racism’
and ‘liberation’? What does power mean in Gestalt
therapy? Where does response-ability come from when
white people behave in a white way, out of awareness?
What does accountability look like? If race is an event,
as preeminent Gestalt therapist Carl Hodges describes,
how and when does it happen in Gestalt therapy? What
do Gestaltists of colour need as colleagues, trainers and
leaders? What changes are needed in Gestalt institutes?
What are the implications for Gestalt therapy as a
global movement? How can Gestalt therapy deepen its
ongoing dialogue with liberation across the world?
This probably also means questioning the idea of
humanism, especially since the notion of the ‘human’
in Western thought was founded by contrasting it with
the inhuman and less-than-human (Wynter, 2003).
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Where do we ‘start’ when our very humanness is
racially inscribed in the field?

Notes
1. These include, in no special order, the Institute for Human
Identity in NYC, the Human Rights and Social Responsibility
Committee of European Association of Gestalt Therapy, GT
collaborations with Peace Brigades International, support work
with migrants in crisis in Greece, interventions in Ukraine,
the work and writing of Carl Hodges, Lynne Jacobs, Phil
Lichtenberg, Juwayriah Hassan, Zoleka Adams, Toni Gilligan,
Eduardo Salvador, Ivana Vidakovic, Alison Gerig, Jennifer
Jones, Sil Chen, and others.
2. Personal identity is ‘a sense of internal coherence and continuity
over time and place’ (Kroger, 2017). Social group identity ‘reflects
individuals’ subjectively internalized group memberships, which
entails that they self-categorize as a member of that group’ (van
Zomeren, 2017).
3. Fanon eventually left his director position, joined the anticolonial revolution more fully, and was deported (Nielsen,
2011).
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